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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study is to determine the role of the
flower symbol in the fiction of Virginia Woolf.
The scope and diversity of her use of this device will be
examined with particular attention given to the methods begun
and developed in Mrs. Dalloway and which continued with modifi'
cations and variations throughout the later novels.

MRS. DALLOWAY *S FLOWERS:
AN ATTEMPT TO DEFINE A SYMBOL

There’s wit in every flower, if you can gather it.
Shireley
(The Poetry of Flowers)

The state of the country, considering how poets go
to Nature, how they use her for their images and their
contrasts even when they do not describe her directly,
is a matter of some importance.
Virginia Woolf
("The Pastons and Chaucer")

"The novel . . .

Can it symbolize?

Can it give us an epitome as well as an inventory? "•*•

Moving from the Realistic novel, with its traditional chronologi
cal structure and plot, "modern1’ novelists developed other rhetorical
devices in order to compensate for the lack of narrative structure and
unity.

Thus in "modern" novels, as David Lodge observes, "Alternative

methods of aesthetic ordering become more prominent, such as allusion
to or imitation of literary models or mythical archetypes and the
repetition with variation of motifs, images, symbols— . . ."

The

pioneers of so-called "modernist" fiction in England were, as Lodge
classifies them, James and Conrad, with Virginia Woolf and Gertrude
Stein characteristic of the mainstream, and^the works of James Joyce
its ultimate expression.

This study examines the use of one of these

alternative rhetorical devices— symbol— in the writing of a "modern"
author, Virginia Woolf.

Only the flower* symbol will be considered

since it most particularly epitomizes all the various uses and types
of symbolism.
In order to appreciate the scope and diversity of Virginia Woolf’s

* For the purpose of this paper, the term "flower" will be extended
beyond the narrow botanical application and will include— in addition
to actual blooms— plants, trees, and shrubs whenever their function is
symbolic.

use of this device, some general discussion of the nature of the
literary symbol will be helpful.

In the broadest sense, the defini

tion of "symbol" is "That which means."

This definition covers such

widely diversified examples as Hart Crane’s Bridge; Keats’ Grecian
Urn; the Christian Cross; mathematical signs; the Buddist Lotus;
Theseus, Barbarossa and Abraham Lincoln.

What these all have in

common is the property of being more in intention than they are in
existence.

A symbol "points beyond itself, means more than it is."^

Philip Wheelwright notes that a symbol is "accepted by its observer
as standing for something; which is to say the observer is also an
interpreter."^

He differentiates betx^een "oblique and latent" symbols

and "symbol" in the broadest sense:

Most people would doubtless say that the three-letter
word f-o-x "stands for" or "means" but does not
"symbolize" the animal with the bushy tail, but that
the animal in turn "symbolizes" the quality of cunning.
In this more special sense a "symbol" is not just any
thing that has meaning, it is that which carries a
hidden or less obvious or more transcendent meaning
in addition to the surface one.

The fish as an early

Christian symbol, the flag as a symbol of national
unity, Moby Dick as a symbol of the evil latent in
dark sub-human forces are recognizable examples."*

In "Symbol as Boundary," Salahuddin Choudhury contends that "most
of the complications associated with the word symbol . . . are a result

of the failure to distinguish between different kinds of symbol,11
and he categorizes symbols into three sub-groups: Mi. rigid boundary;
ii. flexible boundary; iii. no boundary."^
boundaries are conventional.

Symbols with rigid

They are agreed upon by a consenting

group and have rigid definitions establishing definite meanings.

One

example of such a symbol would be the + sign, designating as it does
the operation of addition.
"The symbol with the flexible boundary deserves the most atten
tion because of its capacity to attain an extravaganza of color and
exquisiteness of thought through the brevity of expression."^

The

literary symbol is of this type, and Choudhury points out that,

Poets and writers have long since taken advantage
of the versatility of symbols with flexible boundary.
Besides simile and metaphor, the poet employs numerous
other skills to achieve a pulsating boundary in his
expressions.

This oscillation of meaning does not

imply dubiousness or vagueness— rather, it is the
multiplicity of meanings expressed as a complex
g

whole otherwise difficult to express.

Choudhuryfs third sub-group, "Symbol with no boundary," embraces
the archetypical symbol which "is never precisely defined or fully
explained"; and the illusive nature of this symbol makes it, for
Choudhury, "a difficult phenomenon to communicate in discursive
thought and language."

However, he continues, "The fecundity of

these symbols with no boundary enables one to explore a translucent

stream of consciousness, an utterly difficult task, otherwise, to
accomplish with fixed or flexible symbols."

These symbols allow

objects to metamorphose freely into other objects, the unbound flow
of thought, and the interchanging of thoughts and objects."^
"Autosymbolism" is the term designated by Jay Shir to describe this
third of Choudhury’s sub-groups: symbols that are "revealed in them
selves but ’stand for’ or refer to nothing outside themselves.
Concerning the literary symbol, William Y. Tindall has written
that it is "an analogy for something unstated" and that it "consists
of an articulation of verbal elements, that going beyond reference
and the limits of discourse, embodies and offers a complex of feeling
and t h o u g h t . I n his book, Animate Illusions, Harold Toliver
discusses the use, purpose, and effect of the fictional or literary
symbol:

In any symbol system as opposed to raw experience
the use of familiar words, recognizable grammars, and
recurrent forms of image thought, and expression
creates an enclosed system of values on the basis of
which the past is reconstituted and the future
predicated.

The high coherence of fictions is due

in part to their exploitation of this inherent
formality of symbols and governed repetition of
signs and symbols within the work and its plot
systems. 12

Any object may be "salvaged from the dump of human memory" and

re-established as a symbol, recycled with a modified meaning; but then,
Toliver continues, ’’unlike the connection and syntax of their original
usefulness they are now a special class of objects, like poetic
13

emblems . . . ”

Symbols always carry a necessary and intended signifi

cance, although it is not necessary that every reader/observer respond
in the same way— -or indeed, be obliged to accept it at all.

(One does

not, for instance, salute a picture of a flag, even though the symbol
is recognized and understood.)
The purpose of a symbol in narratives is to emphasize repeated
patterns, formal returns to beginnings, and various sorts of echoes.
Guided by authorial signposts and shortcuts, revelatory symbols direct
the movement of readers through narratives, and are, short of the
author’s direct address, ’’the most tangible device for putting a
reader” into an ’’inside-outside posture."

To the characters, or

what Toliver terms "interior witnesses,"

objects and events are usually phenomena of a
single dimension; they are facts to be reported,
or aspects of an action to be responded to.
reader . . .

To the

they are not merely that but signs and

symbols in an act of communication.^

The effect of symbols, their densely compact significance, hinges
on their several qualities, which Toliver delineates as

their concurrent reference to more than one
thing at a time, the special way they have of

directing our attention forward and backward in
linear structures, the epitomizing capacity, and
their flexibility in adjusting to particular modes.

1c

A symbol then, provides the author with the means to suggest
depth and enhance and enrich the texture of a novel.

For his part,

the reader has the right to assume that the author wishes to communi
cate something through his system of symbolism.

In order to be able to

do this, the author must, as Goran Hemeren aptly puts it, "use a code
that is familiar to his intended audience. . . .

The author uses a

code the readers are familiar with, or gives them clues in different
ways, and he wants them to recognize that he has used this particular

code."^
In his discussion of the shared experience between author and
reader, Philip Wheelwright considers that "For more assured communi
cation the poet must construct a ’mimesis’ of simplicity."

That is

to say, personal association and memories cannot be conveyed to or
shared by the reader unless some slight pattern or clue is provided.
A writer’s job, says Wheelwright, is to "offer delicate suggestions
which will elicit an appropriate response from the reader, since he
cannot expect that his "unspoken associations will go freely out to
them" in "perfect attunement."

Thus the intensity of experience

remembered is not communicated by simply repeating a phrase such as
"A rose is a rose is a rose," since it cannot convey to anyone else
"Miss Stein’s probably lively feeling about roses.

There is ample evidence scattered throughout Virginia Woolf’s

essays and diaries that she gave considerable time and thought to the
nature and scope of symbolism.

As a novelist, speaking of her methods

in The Waves, she admits that she prepared her symbols:

What interests me in the last stage was the
freedom with which my imagination picked up, used
and tossed aside all the images, symbols which I
had prepared.

I am sure this is the right way of

using them— not in set pieces, as I had tried at
first, coherently, but simply as images, never
making them work out; only suggest.

Thus I hope

I have kept the sound of the sea and the birds,
dawn and garden subconsciously present, doing
their work underground.

18

Thus, Virginia Woolf’s symbols are not a product of her unconscious,
like Freud’s dream symbols or Jung’s archetypes, but rather, as N.K.
Thakur suggests, "rationally created to suggest and give insight into
the ineffable in human thought and feeling, or to heighten and make
splendid the desired emotions and ideas , • ."19
Virginia Woolf recognized the dangers inherent in the use of
symbolism and, like Wayne Booth, considered symbolic "standing for"
as obtrusive as direct commentary, capable of reducing literature to
limited d i s c o u r s e . ^0

Conversely, in Woolf’s opinion, private associa

tions, an author’s special invented language, or personal system of
symbols are not likely to trigger an intuitive response or allow the
reader that instant realization necessary, for Virginia Woolf, to

suggest and evoke meaning.
With regard to the reader/author relationship, Virginia Woolf
points out in her essay "The Novels of E.M.Forster" that the reader
should in fact apprehend the symbol and its meaning simultaneously.
Comparing Forster’s method to that of Ibsen, she finds that in Forster
the sense of "instant certainty is lost" and there is no clear under
standing as to what is real and what is symbolic.
reader comes to doubt both.

As a result the

The symbol should not, however, "cease

to be itself by becoming something else."

It should remain "one

single whole," not "two separate parts" creating a puzzle which the
reader might not understand. 21
Virginia Woolf’s awareness of the way repeated images work on the
senses, suggest ideas and emotions, and become, through repetition,
symbols

becomes apparent when she writes:

"The emotion is never

stated; it is suggested and brought slowly by repeated images before
us until it stays in all its complexity, complete."

22

Moreover, her own utilization of recurring motifs makes it obvious
that she understood that the identification of such motifs and their
meanings is one method the reader uses to interpret a novel.

The

first instance an image occurs is unremarkable, but when it recurs
a third, fourth, or fifth time, the reader may safely assume that it
is significant, even symbolic.^

Virginia Woolf says such images

supplement external ideas as

We grasp what is beyond their surface meaning, gather
instinctively this, that, and the other— a sound, a

colour, here a stress, there a pause— which the poet,
knowing words to be meagre in comparison with ideas,
has strewn about his pages to evoke, when collected,
a state of mind which neither words can express nor
the reason e x p l a i n . ^

Images are an essential element of Virginia Woolf’s style and
composition, and the various aspects of her use of imagery continue
to generate scholarly debate.

In her evaluation of Virginia Woolf’s

use of image and symbol, Susan Rubinow Gorsky says that after an
image reappears, often in a modified form, following the original
sense impression,

we gradually begin to see a pattern of refer
ence, then some significance which we may not
ever be able to explain completely.

Sometimes

Virginia Woolf makes one or more symbolic meanings
overt. • .

But more often it is left to the reader

to "uncover and coax into words" what the image
«- 25
suggests.

Another element in Virginia Woolf’s novels that critics
generally agree is essential is the concern with the "meaning of
life" and the presentation of the vision of reality made up of
natural phenomena, social conventions, and individual experience.
Josephine O ’Brien Schaefer is of the opinion that in this vision

"Nature makes life possible; society maintains it; individual inner
experience gives it value or significance."

Using as examples the

middle section of To the Lighthouse, the italicized sections of
The Waves, the communicative natural world of Mrs. Dalloway, and the
hills of Between the Acts, Schaefer points out that "Virginia Woolf
never doubted that nature is an essential and peculiar part of the
human experience.
This pursuit of the "meaning of life" led to the interpretation
that her novels paid too little attention to the physical world
(preferring to concentrate on the inner life), but in fact Virginia
Woolf presents her readers with an abundance of natural imagery and
draws on the real and familiar as a source for her symbols.

The

most prevalent image throughout her work is water— the sea, rivers,
pools, puddles—

but vegetation, bird, and animal images are used

liberally and with a multiplicity of implications.

At times Virginia

Woolf’s imagery has an obsessive, private, almost archetypical
quality which may elude immediate interpretation but which, by its
repetition throughout the course of her work, becomes public and
meaningful.

Allen McLaurin cites as examples of Virginia Woolf’s

"private" images,

"the drifting of smoke through the air,"

"mist

and fog," and the "image of birds rising and falling.
The novel which demonstrates the most elaborate and intricate
systems of imagery is Mrs. Dalloway, and according to David Lodge
this novel "marks the transition in Virginia Woolf’s writing from
the metonymic to the metaphoric mode."

Lodge considers that

Mrs. Dalloway falls midway in the essential line of her literary

development as a "modernist" writer.

As he traces this development,

Lodge remarks "how the unity and coherence of the narratives comes
increasingly to inhere in the repetition of motifs and symbols,
while the local texture of the writing becomes more and more densely
embroidered with metaphor and simile."^®
Virginia Woolf obviously selected her imagery and symbols with
infinite care.

Kenneth J. Ames goes so far as to call her method in

Mrs. Dalloway "obtrusive" and considers this to be deliberate and
for a specific artistic purpose.

Stuart Rosenberg, also writing

on the subject of "Obtrusive Art in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway,"
comments that

"Every word and sentence is carefully designed, carved

and polished; verbal architecture plays a role almost as significant
as that of meaning itself."

30

Virginia Woolf’s use of flower imagery is one example of the
meticulous precision with which she pursued and developed her craft.
While other images in her novels are of equal importance, their
possible levels of interpretation are not always as various.
imagery is no mere decoration.

Flower

Rather, it is a masterfully developed

system using apparently overt and mundane images; modifying them to
enhance the narrative and, through repetition, to form symbols which
transcend the ordinary.

In Mrs. Dalloway (1925), To the Lighthouse

(1927), and Between the Acts (1941) flower symbolism functions as an
element of composition and style, as a means to heighten intensity
and add dimension to characterizations, and as a structural element
upon which the narrative may be based.
Utilized most extensively in Mrs. Dalloway, the flower imagery

immediately forms a pattern of obvious, but not necessarily revela
tory, symbolism.

Gradually, relationships and linkages emerge

reinforced by the specific meanings that flower lore and language
conveys.

The method is definite and consistent and, particularly in

Mrs. Dalloway, almost a mechanical device.

While many aspects of

Virginia Woolf’s flower imagery remain unchanged in the later novels,
in To the Lighthouse and Between the Acts she dispenses with rigid,
mechanical connections, and the flower symbolism is expanded and
becomes part of natural imagery that encompasses life and death;
isolation and communication; the meaning of existence; the past,
present, future and hereafter.

Mrs. Dalloway’s Flowers

"Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself."31

The presence of flowers in the opening sentence of Virginia Woolf’s
Mrs. Dalloway immediately signifies their importance as one of the major
links in the system of multiple interconnecting motifs throughout this
novel.

As with the poetic techniques, literary echoes, and other

recurring patterns of imagery in the design of the novel, the flower
motifs have several levels of meaning.

The flower imagery evokes a

sensory response in the reader’s imagination suggested by the shape,
color, or smell of a plant.

The use of the flower motifs as a

structural framework provides balance and symmetry and unifies design.
The symbolic meaning* of each flower has an appropriate relationship
to characters which defines, individualizes, and adds dimension.
Through repetition, these motifs form a system of linkages whereby
even the most minor of characters have connections with major charac
ters and apparently incidental characters achieve positive definition.
A unified vision of experience is expressed through repeated
images, and in this way the reader is reminded of prior events.

Thus

* Flowers have had their secret and symbolic meanings throughout the
ages: in Greek mythology; Classical Greece and Rome; Christian Icono
graphy and in Oriental Culture.
In England, the pioneer in the
interpretation of the language of flowers was Lady Mary Wortley Montagu
(1689-1762). The Victorian cult of flower lore, which began about 1840,
derived mainly from the French Le Langage des Fleurs by Madame de la Tour
and resulted in the publication of such sources of flower symbolism as
Flower Lore: The Teaching of Flowers, Historical, Legendary, Poetical,
and Symbolical, by Miss Carruthers of Inverness (187 9). Modern studies
consulted here (see Bibliography) rely on these early sources and are
in agreement as to the meaning flowers convey.

we see the street-corner flower seller Moll Pratt wishing to toss away
roses, the price of a pot of beer, in defiance of her poverty (MD,p.27),
and the indomitable old Mrs. Dempster thinking:

Roses, she thought sardonically.
m ’dear.

All trash,

For really what with eating, drinking, and

mating, the bad days and the good, life had been no
mere matter of roses, and what was more, let me tell
you, Carrie Dempster had no wish to change her lot
with any woman’s in Kentish Town!
pity.

But, she implored

Pity for the loss of roses.
(MD,p.40)

She is asking pity of young Maisie Johnson who stands by the hyacinth
beds watching Rezia and Septimus Smith.

Thus the symbol of the rose

(love, beauty, and woman) combines with the Greek symbol for youth,
sport and play, the hyacinth.
The impression of innocence and inexperience implied above is
more fully expressed in the characterization of Elizabeth Dalloway.
Clarissa Dalloway thinks of her daughter as a "hyacinth sheathed in
glossy green, with bud just tinted, a hyacinth which has had no sun"
(MD,p.l86), as does Willie Titcomb (MD,p.287), while Sally Rosseter
(Seton) sees in her the purity, sweetness, and youthful innocence of
a lily:

"She was like a lily, Sally said, a lily by the side of a

pool"(MD,p.294).

Elizabeth, for her part, is aware of these compari

sons:

People were beginning to compare her to

poplar trees, early dawn, hyacinths, fawns, running
water, and garden lilies; and it made her life a
burden to her, for she so much preferred being left
alone to do what she liked in the country, but they
would compare her to lilies, • • •
(MD,p.204)
"Early dawn," "fawns," "running water" are overt similes.

The poplar

tree, while not so obvious, is consistent with the other imagery.

The

ancients, according to Francis S. Osgood, "consecrated it to Time,
because the leaves are in continual agitation"; and she writes of it
in her Copious Floral Dictionary(1858):

32

And Time, with footsteps soft and light,
As the maiden’s own, went by that night.

Minor characters, characters not even seen in fact, are connected
meaningfully with flower motifs.
husband.

Such a one is Sally Rosseter’s

Of him we are told by Sally: he was "a miner’s son.

penny they had he had earned.

As a little boy (her voice trembled)

he had carried great sacks"(MD,p.290)•
was:

Every

All Peter Walsh knew about him

"He wore two camellias on his wedding day"(MD,p.286), and it is

a pleasure to discover that the camellia stands for "unpretending
excellence."

This partially buried clue to character, once unearthed,

reveals much more of Lord Rosseter than is readily apparent.
Perhaps the most notable and vivid minor figure, eternal and
disembodied "like a wind-beaten tree," is the old woman singing outside
Regent’s Park Tube station.

She sings of summer days flaming with red

asters (shared thoughts and sentiments) and purple heather (loneliness)
for her grave and "love which has lasted a million years"(MD,pp.122-4).
For Allen McLaurin her importance lies in the rhythm of her repeated,
if unintelligible, phrases:

"The old lady who sings her incomprehen

sible song in Mrs. Dalloway represents all that repeats and persists."33
J. Hillis Miller considers that in these "three odd and apparently
irrelevant pages" Virginia Woolf has "unostentatiously, even secretly,
buried within her novel a clue to the way the day of the action is to
be seen as the occasion of a resurrection of ghosts from the past."*
Although Miller is of the opinion that "The parts of the song not
directly echoed in Mrs. Dalloway identify it as a key to the structure
of the n o v e l , t h e

clues the reader is given— heather, red asters,

dead love— are more than sufficient to endow the street singer with
her tremendous evocative power.
Flowers fuse past and present in the minds of the characters, and
as the repeated images recall prior events and reveal hidden dimensions,
the reader’s mind forms the same linkages.

The flowers which Mrs.

Dalloway buys for her party and the scene in the florist’s shop as she
chooses them prepare the reader for a deeper sense of her identity.
Mrs. Dalloway buys sweet peas, "arms full of sweet peas"(MD,p.21).
These, "tinged violet, snow white, pale," remind her of superb summer

* The connection with the theme of vanished love in the novel may seem
somewhat strained perhaps, unless as Miller suggests: "The reader
recognizes that Woolf has woven into the old woman’s song, partly by
paraphrase and variation, partly by direct quotation in an English
translation, the words of a song by Richard Strauss, ’Allerseelen,’
with words by Herman van Gilm."

evenings and girls in muslin frocks picking flowers; and, appropriately
enough, in flower lore sweet peas mean delicate pleasures.

At once

a surface superficiality in Clarissa Dallowayfs character appears.
"There was always something cold in Clarissa"(MD,p.73), thinks Peter
Walsh, "this coldness, this woodenness, something very profound in
her"(HD,p.91).

"Her emotions were all on the surface.

was very shrewd • • ."(MD,p.ll4).

Beneath, she

Sally Seton also senses a lack in

Clarissa, although she cannot explain it,"— she lacked something.
Lacked what was it?" (MD,p .287).
Clarissa herself recognizes that she lacks passion: "She could
see what she lacked.

It was not beauty; it was not mind.

It was

something central which permeated; something warm which broke up
surfaces and rippled the cold contact of man and woman, or of women
together"(MD,p.46).

So, the delicacy of the pastel sweet peas, the

diaphanous image they convey, echoes again and again in connection
with Clarissa Dalloway— "grown very white"(MD,p.4), "pea-stick figure"
(MD,p.l4), "grey-white moths"(MD,p.l8), "little pink face"(MD,pp.21;233),
"delicate pink face"(MD,p.54), "pink gauze"(MD,p.51)— and in moments
of self-evaluation of her own lack of substance:

Nothing else had she of the slightest importance;
could not think, write, even play the piano.

She

muddled Armenians and Turks; loved success; hated
discomfort; must be liked; talked oceans of nonsense:
and to this day, ask her where the Equator was, and
she did not know.
(MD,p.l85)

However, Clarissa’s extraordinary sensory delight as she absorbs
the "divine vitality" of the flower shop reveals another side of her
character, an almost sensual quality:

There were flowers: delphiniums, sweet peas,
bunches of lilac; and carnations, masses of carnations.
There were roses; there were irises.

Ah yes— so she

breathed in the earthy garden sweet smell as she stood
talking to Miss Pym . . . turning her head from side
to side among the irises and roses and nodding tufts
of lilac with her eyes half closed, snuffing in after
the street uproar, the delicious scent, the exquisite
coolness . . .

as if this beauty, this scent, this

colour, and Miss Pym liking her, trusting her, were
a wave which she let flow over her . . .
(MD,pp.15-16)
However, human relationships and physical passion arouse no such
response in Clarissa.

She can only "dimly perceive" sexual fulfill

ment, and flower imagery describes this perception: "Then, for that
moment, she had seen an illumination; a match burning in a crocus; an
inner meaning almost expressed"(MD,p.47).

Symbol of spring, youthful

gladness, and pleasures of hope, the crocus also means "abuse not."
It recalls for Clarissa her youthful, innocent love for Sally Seton,
a feeling which had, for her, an integrity lacking in heterosexual
contacts.
for her.

But now such feelings belong in the past: "it was all over
The sheet was stretched and the bed narrow.

She had gone

up into the tower alone and left them blackberrying in the sun"(MD,p.70).

Although she is reconciled and accepts what she is and has, she has
her regrets, for the bramble (blackberry) means envy or remorse.

She

can still remember "going cold with excitement, and doing her hair in
a kind of ecstasy . . .

feeling as she crossed the hall 'if it were

now to die 'twere now to be most happy1" (MD,p .51).
Present and past are again linked by the floral motifs which link
Clarissa, Sally, and Peter.

As Clarissa remembers her feelings for

"the wild, the daring, the romantic Sally!"(MD,p.l09), she also remem
bers that Sally had a way with flowers, lopped the heads off all sorts
of flowers— hollyhocks and dahlias(MD,p.50).

Sally, of the amazing

power, gifts, and personality, represents the freedom-loving noncon
formist, always opposed to conventionalities.

Sally ran away from

home, ran naked down hallways, smoked cigars.

Sally picked a flower

and kissed Clarissa (MD,pp.49-52).

All we know of Sally, who later

married a rich industrialist and had five sons, is symbolically
conveyed through the meanings of the two flowers Clarissa associates
with her.

Dahlias mean instability, while hollyhocks represent

fruitfulness, fecundity, and female ambition.
Sally, too, recollects her friends in terms of flowers, by
parallel repetitions recalling the past and linking the present "she still saw Clarissa all in white going about the house with her
hands full of flowers— to this day tobacco plants made her think of
Bourton"(MD,p.287).

Tobacco, which blooms at night and has a strong,

rich night perfume, the plant "that wakes while others sleep," evokes
memories of Clarissa.

Blue hydrangeas remind Sally of Peter Walsh:

"Somebody who had written him a long, gushing letter quite lately

about ’blue hydrangeas.1

It was seeing blue hydrangeas that made her

think of him and the old days— Sally Seton, of course I11(MD,p. 109) ,
and " • • .(so Sally Seton, generous enthusiastic goose! thought of
him when she saw blue hydrangeas)11(MD,p.232) .
As these memories of Sally’s are revealed through Peter’s thoughts
another link between characters forms.

It is initally surprising to

discover that the flower Sally associates with Peter Walsh stands for
heartlessness, coldness, or a boaster; but the aptness of the associa
tion gradually emerges.

Mitchell A. Leaska considers Peter Walsh to

be a "passive, ineffectual, self-defeating man."

He had "never done

a thing they talked of; his whole life had been a failure"(MD,p.ll),
and Leaska points out that he "boasts of his failures."

Further, Peter

Walsh "wears a deceptive mask" and "has a persistent need to share";
and in defense of his "battered self-esteem," he "exhibits pseudoO C

masculine assertiveness."

James Hafley also sees Peter as someone

hiding from society, and he explains Peter’s habit of fidgeting with hi
pocketknife as evidence of his desire to protect his individuality.*^
For Jane Novak, the heartless side of Peter Walsh’s character is most
conspicuous in his "disruptive passion" for Daisy.

At age fifty-three,

he is "arranging a divorce for the young wife of a fellow officer so
that he may marry her although he knows in the growing selfishness of
age he will neglect her."*^
Another connection with Clarissa’s past is made through Peter’s
memory of her aunt, "old Miss Parry— Aunt Helena," who, although a
"formidable old lady," was kind to him, "for he had found her some
rare flower, and she was a great botanist • . ."(MD,p.93).

Aunt

Helena and her flowers reappear both in Peter’s consciousness and at
Clarissa’s party:

"like those flowers Clarissa’s Aunt Helena used to

press between sheets of grey blotting paper . . ."(MD,p.246)

There was old Miss Parry, her aunt.
...

Where had Peter got to?

be such friends . . .

They used to

it was orchids she saw . . .

descending to uproot orchids (startling blossoms,
never beheld before) . . .

an indomitable English

woman, fretful if distrubed by the War, say, which
dropped a bomb at her very door, from her deep
meditation over orchids • • .— but here was Peter.
. . . She could not resist recalling what Charles
Darwin had said about her little book on the
orchids of Burma. . . .

No doubt it was forgotten

now, her book on the orchids of Burma, but it went
into three editions before 1870, she told Peter.
(MD,pp.271-2)
Orchids do not appear in English flower lore; the closest resemblance
would be the orchis which means "a Belle."

Either the exotic, rare

orchid or the orchis seems an apt symbol for the indomitable old
lady as she relives her past in memory.
Peter’s memories of Clarissa, while not related to a specific
flower, are expressed in floral language:

. . . yet in absence, in the most unlikely places,
it would flower out, open, shed its scent, let you

touch . . .

recalling some field or English harvest.

He saw her most often in the country, not in London.
One scene after another at Bourton . . .
(MD,pp.232-3)
Also, further development of Peter’s character is delineated in
flower imagery: "he had found life like an unknown garden, full of
turns and corners, surprising, yes; really took one’s breath away,
these moments • • .11(MD,p.230).

The idea that he hides behind a facade

and is aware that he is hiding— in fact, admires his own talent for
doing so— surfaces again as he pursues the young woman wearing a red
carnation, "making up" a relationship with her:

...

this effigy of a man in a tail-coat with a

carnation in his buttonhole coming towards him.
Only one person in the world could be as he was,
in love.

And there he was, this fortunate man,

himself, reflected in the plate-glass window . . •
(MD,p.72)
When Clarissa first recalls her memories of Peter Walsh, she
thinks of vegetables:"’Musing among the vegetables?’ — was that it?
— ’I prefer men to cauliflowers’— was that it? . . .
like that about cabbages"(MD,p.4).

a few sayings

This comment seems at first unre

markable and, in fact, typical of Mrs. Dalloway who muddles Albanians
and Armenians; but these vegetable images reappear on three other
occasions.

Through such repetitions, they assume symbolic status,

and their transitions are another link between characters, past and
present.
Remembering his wanting to marry Clarissa, Peter Walsh thinks of

how, and where, Sally urged him to carry her off:

That was one of the bonds between Sally and
himself.

There was a garden where they used to

walk, a walled-in place, with rose-bushes and giant
cauliflowers— he could remember Sally tearing off a
rose, stopping to exclaim at the beauty of the
cabbages in the moonlight . . .
(MD,p .114 )
Later, at Mrs. Dalloway’s party, Peter thinks again of that time:
"Last time they met, Peter remembered, had been among the cauliflowers
in the moonlight, the leaves ’like rough bronze’ she (Sally) had said,
with her literary turn; and she had picked a rose"(MD,p.285).

And

again the memory echoes as he talks to Sally at the party: "She often
went into her garden and got from her flowers a peace which men and
women never gave her.

But no; he did not like cabbages; he preferred

human beings, Peter said"(MD,p.294).
The symbolism here comes directly from the French.

"Mon Petit

Chou"(my little cabbage) is an expression of tenderness in France.
The cauliflower, "chou-fleur," is considered the finest flower that
a French peasant’s garden can grow.

The French even have a proverb,

"Faire ses choux gras"— to grow fat cabbages— meaning to feather one’s
nest well.

Adopted into English flower lore, the cabbage means profit

or gain.
With this flower image associating all three characters, Clarissa,
Peter, and Sally, the symbolism surely applies to each to some extent.
Clarissa and Sally can be said to have "feathered their nests well"

through marriage— at least, Peter thinks so.

Neither Peter nor Sally

Seton really belonged in the world the young Clarissa wanted.

They

were unconventional adventurers, cauliflowers, somewhat out of place
in life’s ornamental rose garden, who would "get together in the
vegetable garden to compare notes"(MD,p.llO).

Clarissa was fond of

them both, but they possessed certain characteristics which frightened
her.

Sally’s animal high spirits were too much for the "rigid little

dart"(MD,p.ll6), and Peter’s need to share everything of her would, she
fears, have destroyed them both(MD,p.lO).

Sally and Peter have their

egotism in common, but where Peter’s must possess and enclose, Sally’s
is the "simplest egotism, the most open desire to be thought first
always" (MD,p.261).
The day of Clarissa’s party finds Peter essentially unchanged,
although his likely capitulation to the demands of society by his link
with Hugh Whitbread in his need for a new position, has been suggested
by the flower motif they have in common— the red carnation.
Sally— now Lady Rosseter with five sons:
come over her!

However,

"Lord, Lord, what a change had

the softness of motherhood; its egotism too"(MD,p.284)-

has become part of the circle that includes the Hugh Whitbreads and
Lady Bruton.
Indeed the parallels between Sally and Lady Bruton began much
earlier than her return on the day of Clarissa’ party.

Hugh Whitbread,

who represents "all that was most detestable in British middle-class
life"(MDap.110) and who never fails to carry a bunch of red carnations
as a gift when he is invited to lunch with Lady Bruton (red carnations

mean admiration), had in his youth been an admirer of Sally Seton and
kissed her on the lips "in the smoking-room one evening"(MD,p.288).
And Lady Bruton, whom Richard Dalloway respects as "a well-set-up old
woman of pedigree"(MD,p.159) and who "should have been a general of
dragoons herself"(MD,p,159), dreams of her childhood as she naps,
"drowsy and heavy, like a field of clover"(symbol of fertility) after
lunch.

The image now presented of Lady Bruton suggests a freedom from

convention not apparent earlier.

This provides a hidden or unconscious

relationship between Sally and Lady Bruton:

Always she went back to those fields down in
Devonshire, where she had jumped the brooks on
Patty, her pony, with Mortimer and Tom, her
brothers . . .

there were her father and mother

on the lawn under the trees, with the teathings out, and the bed of dahlias, the holly
hocks, the pampas grass; and they, little
wretches, always up to some mischief!
(MD,p.l69)
Dahlias and hollyhocks; mischief and roguery; Lady Bruton and Lady
Rosseter.
Flower imagery frequently serves as a structural base for the
narrative in Mrs. Dalloway even as it enhances characterizations; and
the luncheon scene utilizes such a stylistic device.
luncheon introduces Richard Dalloway.

Lady Bruton’s

It presents diverse angles of

judgment of the main characters as transitions are made from one
subconscious to another.

Thus Hugh is at once dutiful and tiresomely

petty; Clarissa Dalloway, capable of "cutting people up"(MD,p.157);
Peter Walsh, "battered, unsuccessful" and impossible to help(MD,p.l62);
and Richard Dalloway, "made of much finer material," genuine, depend
able, and "such a gentleman too"(MD,p.l62).

The framework for these

revelations is provided by Hugh Whitbread’s carnations:

"She took

Hugh’s carnations with her angular grim smile"; "eyes now kindled to
observe genially the beauty of the red carnations"; "Lady Bruton raised
the carnations . . .

and so laid the carnations down beside her plate";

"Whereupon Lady Bruton, who seldom did a graceful thing, stuffed all
Hugh’s carnations into the front of her dress"(MD,pp.157-168).
The passage cited above, with its use of a flower motif for
structural purposes as a means to balance transitions, is typical of
what Stuart Rosenberg calls Virginia Woolf’s "regard to aesthetic
detail."

Rosenberg says further that this rhetorical technique allows

the "romantic past" to be "vividly present at so mundane an affair as
a luncheon arranged to elicit a letter from Hugh Whitbread to the Times."
At Lady Bruton’s luncheon Richard Dalloway learns of Peter Walsh’s
return, and the memory of Peter’s love for Clarissa prompts Richard to
make some gesture affirming his love for her: "he would go back directly
after lunch and find Clarissa; that he would tell her, in so many words,
that he loved her.

Yes, he would say that" (MD,p.l62).

Richard wants to

give his wife a gift, "to come in holding out something; a present for
Clarissa.

Only what?"(MD,p.l75).

He distrusts his taste in jewelry;

fears that Clarissa will reject such an offering: "For he never gave
Clarissa a present, except a bracelet two or three years ago, which
had not been a success.

She never wore it.

It pained him to remember

that she never wore it"(MD,p.172).
Of course, Richard does not say "in so many words" that he loves
his wife; but his gift of flowers says it, that and much, much more.
"Flowers? Yes, flowers, since he did not trust his taste in gold; any
number of flowers, roses, orchids, to celebrate what was, reckoning
things as you will, an event"(MD,p. 174).

The rose is indeed the uni

versal symbol of love, but when presented together, red and white
roses also mean warmth and understanding.

Richard’s vast bunch of

roses, which he "bears like a weapon" (MD,p .176) and which he gives up
to Clarissa, shows his ability to accept his emotional vulnerability
in his relationship with Clarissa.

Although unable to allow herself

to be openly vulnerable, Clarissa understands and accepts her husband’
gift: "She understood;

she understood without his speaking"(MD,p.179).

Richard, in turn, understands Clarissa and her needs:" . . .
wanted support.

she

Not that she was weak; but she wanted support"(MD,p.

177).
The roses have provided for character development and, just as
the carnations did in the previously cited passage, they form a
structural framework for the dialogue as Richard and Clarissa converse
about trivialities— about anything rather than their feelings for each
other.

Throughout the afternoon and evening the sight of Richard’s

red and white roses on the mantlepiece comforts and sustains Clarissa:
"There were the roses" (MD,p.181); "There were his roses"(MD,p.183);
"then these roses; it was enough"(MD,p.185); "and the roses which
Richard had given her"(MD,p.261).
The parallels and contrasts between Clarissa and Septimus Smith

can be traced in part through their response to flowers.

Whereas

Clarissa1s response is normal, Septimus’s response to the foliage
around him in the park is pathological.

Jane Novak observes that:

"his increasingly morbid identification with flowers charts the
O Q

gradual growth of his insanity."
linked to the trees (MD,p.32).

He feels literally and physically
As his madness deepens, so does the

threat and pain of his unity with nature.

No delicate flowers

decorate the life of shell-shocked Septimus Smith: red and yellow
flowers become flames(MD,p .100); "Red flowers grew through his flesh"
(MD,p.l03); and thick red roses grew on his bedroom wall(MD,p .103).
The parallels of imagery are obvious as Clarissa lies on her
couch in Westminster contemplating her husband and his roses, while
Septimus Warren Smith lies on a couch in a Bloomsbury lodging house
looking at the roses on the wallpaper.

The roses in Septimus’s life

are artificial, made of cloth or paper; or, if they are real, like
the roses Rezia buys and puts on their mantlepiece, they "are almost
dead already"(MD,p.141)•

Rezia’s

roses, bought from a poor man on

the street whom Septimus imagines

to be Evans, link the two men as

well as Septimus and Clarissa.

The meaning of withered roses in

flower lore— "I am in despair," or "Death is preferred before the loss
of innocence"— both heightens the contrasts between the latter pair
of characters and reinforces the parallels.
Septimus feels that his dead

comrade, Evans, is trying to communi

cate with him through the half-dead roses and that "communication is
health; communication is happiness"(MD,p.141).

Both Clarissa and

Septimus have experienced the sudden death of someone they loved-

Clarissa had seen her sister, Sylvia, "killed by a falling tree,"
which was "Clarissa always said, enough to turn one bitter"
(MD,pp.117-8).

They share thoughts but unlike responses to

death; she thinks of dying while wishing to avoid it; he commits
suicide although he respects life.

Clarissa lacks passion and is in

different to sex; Septimus can feel nothing and is profoundly dis
gusted with everything physical, but unlike Clarissa, he has not
learned to cope with his reactions.
the feelings he had for Evans.

Septimus both desires and fears

Although he learned in the war that

to be a man he must not feel or love, he is, however, unable to deny
his feelings.

His guilt and anguish for not loving Rezia and for

violating the standards of manliness in loving Evans, together with
his inability to reconcile his was experiences with life, cause his
madness and suicide.
Rezia and Septimus do manage one last contact as, laughing to
gether, they make the hat onto which Rezia pins the symbol of their
achievement of secure communion— the rose.

The hat becomes his

gift to her, as his last perception of Rezia becomes her gift to him:

She was a flowering tree; and through her branches
looked out the face of a lawgiver, who had reached
a sanctuary where she feared no one; not Holmes;
not Bradshaw; a miracle, a triumph, the last and
greatest.

• . .Over them she triumphed.
(MD,pp.224-5)

The flowering tree image is a different form of symbol from those
already encountered in Mrs. Dalloway, one almost archetypical in its

illusive nature.

Mrs. Dalloway is replete with images of unity,

communication, and reconciliation; for J.Hillis Miller, "one of the
most pervasive of these images is that of a great enshadowing tree
which is personified, a great mother who binds all living things
together in the manifold embrace of her leaves and branches.
Earlier, this image had been associated with Clarissa, musing to
herself as she walked towards Bond Street:

. . . she being part, she was positive, of the
trees at home . . .

part of people she had never

met; being laid out like a mist on their branches
as she had seen the trees lift the mist, but it
spread ever so far, her life, herself.
(MD,p.l2)
The image persists in Peter Walsh’s dream of "the solitary
traveller" and "the giant figure" made up of "sky and branches" who
will, "with a toss of her head, mount me on her streamers and let me
blow to nothingness with the rest"(MD,pp.86-7).

In his discussion of

symbols borrowed from nature in Virginia Woolf’s novels, Jean Guiget
says that the tree with all its derivatives— leaves, roots, branches,
forest— is indeed:

...

a manifestation of the vital impulse,

...

always present in the work of Virginia Woolf.

But

it is in Mrs. Dalloway that the tree becomes a
truly symbolic motif; it stands for Clarissa’s life,
for that of Septimus, for Rezia’s.

It is the beauty

and strength of creation, standing firm against
all assa u l t s . ^

Rezia cannot, however, protect Septimus from assault; and it is Holmes,
eleven stone six, porridge-eating Holmes, of the blood-red nostrils,
and Sir William Bradshaw, with his grey motor car, grey furs, silver
grey rugs and Lady Bradshaw in grey and silver, who triumph as
Septimus Warren Smith flings himself onto Mrs. Filmer*s railings.
In Mrs. Dalloway characters not associated in some way with
flowers are unsympathetic and threatening: Miss Kilman, Doctor Holmes,
and the Bradshaws.

The doctors are part of the machinery of destruc

tion that has caused Septimus Smith to seek death as an escape; as
such they are portrayed without a single redeeming feature— certainly
with no suggestion of flower imagery.

Even the wretched and unlovable

Miss Kilman, who "if she could have felled her [Clarissa]

it would have

eased her"(MD,p.l89), who "squashed the flowers all in a bunch"(MD,p.198)
and those representatives of the undesirable aspects of^society, Hugh
Whitbread and Lady Bruton, are endowed with a certain amount of human
dignity completely denied to Holmes and Bradshaw.

The doctors are

reduced to being the ciphers of Proportion and Conversion who feast
"most subtly on the human will"(MD,p.152).
"There was in Sir William, who had never had time for reading,
a grudge, deeply buried, against cultivated people . . . (MD,p.147),
and he perceives SeptimusTs habit of "attaching meanings to words of
a symbolic kind" as being "A serious symptom, to be noted on the
card"(MD,p.l45).

SeptimusTs experiences with Dr. Holmes and Sir

William Bradshax-7 are a continuance of his experiences in the war:

they are both characterized by lovelessness and a lack of respect for
human dignity and privacy.

Death in order to preserve one’s integrity

becomes preferable to a life which offers no escape from such horror.
In giving her party to "kindle and illuminate," in making an
"offering for the sake of offering, perhaps"(MD,p.l85), Clarissa cre
ates and communicates pleasure and beauty.

She does not, as Maria

DiBattista notes "like Holmes and Bradshaw, inflict her vision of life
on the dissatisfied, the lonely, the weak • . • refusing to force
people to be free or to force them to be h a p p y . C o m p a r e d

to Septimus

Smith’s agony, Mrs. Dalloway’s party surely seems a triviality, but it
is actually a means for survival, a gift; that in an insane world "one
day should follow another . . .

it was enough"(MD,p .184-5).

The party

becomes a garden where all the blooms are displayed, lilies, roses,
sweet peas, dahlias, hollyhocks, orchids, hydrangeas, and carnations.
In bringing them all together, Clarissa shows the capacity to preserve
life in the face of war, age, and death.

As Mrs. Hilbery remarks just

before she leaves:

Did they know, she asked, that they were surrounded
by an enchanted garden?

Lights and trees and won

derful gleaming lakes and the sky.

Just a few fairy

lamps, Clarissa Dalloway had said, in the back
garden!

But she was a magician!

It was a park.

. . .

And she didn’t know their names, but friends she
knew they were, friends without names, songs without
words, always the best.
(MD,p.291)

An enchanted garden?

Perhaps so.

Certainly the garden, or the

memory of a garden, presents itself as a means of escape from daily
preoccupations, a refuge, a sweetening of the distressing in life,
over and over again in M r s . Dalloway.

Clarissa, Peter, and Sally

think of the gardens at Bourton when they remember their youth.

Sally

finds peace in her own garden and Lady Bruton has her memories of
Devonshire.

Rezia remembers the Milan gardens when she thinks of happy

times(MD,p.34); and after Septimus’s death, when she has been given
"the sweet stuff" to drink, "It seemed to her . . .
long windows, stepping out into a garden. . . .

she was opening

She put on her hat,

and ran through the cornfields— . • . strewn she felt, like flying
flowers over some tomb"(MD,pp.227-8).
So flowers,
and happiness

gardens, and nature become symbols of peace, quiet,
as well asProustian metaphors recalling the past into

present consciousness.

In this manner, Septimus Smith’s life before

the war, when

he fell in love with Miss Isabel Pole, is compared to

the flowering

of a plant in a conservatory.

As a gardener, observing

a new blossom on his plant, says, "It has flowered; flowered from
vanity, ambition, idealism, passion, loneliness, courage, laziness,
the usual seeds . . . (MD,p.l28).

Flowers come to signify danger for

Septimus as he hears the voices of the dead singing behind the
rhododendrons.

Before he dies, however, flowers provide a balm for

his disturbed feelings.

As he watches Rezia making Mrs. Peters’ hat,

he has the sense "of a coverlet of flowers"(MD,p.216).
Richard Dalloway, who "would have been happier farming"(MD,p.116),
and his daughter Elizabeth, escape in their thoughts from the strain

of the city and its social system to the peaceful landscape of the
countryside.

Richard thinks of Norfolk:

...

a soft warm wind blew back the petals; confused

the waters; ruffled the flowering grasses.

Haymakers,

who had pitched beneath hedges to sleep away the
morning toil, parted curtains of green blades; moved
trembling globes of cow parsley to see the sky; the
blue, the steadfast, the blazing summer sky.
(MD,p.l71)
And Elizabeth, finding herself stifled by Miss Kilman, thinks of
riding, her dogs, and the freedom of the outdoors.

"Delighted to be

free," she feels "The fresh air was so delicious"(MD,p p .204-5).

The

last example of a garden memory comes to Clarissa at her party when
Miss Hilbery tells her she looked "so like her mother as she first saw
her walking in a garden in a grey hat."

This reminder of the past, age,

and death startles her somewhat: "And really Clarissa’s eyes filled
with tears.

Her mother, walking in a garden!

But alas she must

go"(MD,p.267).
Mrs. Dalloway reflects Virginia Woolf’s perspective of life and
death, and the kinship and communication of the individual with
humanity and with Nature, a theme she expands and modulates in her
later work.

Mrs. Dalloway’s flowers help define Nature’s role.

The

novel begins with "Mrs. Dalloway" and ends with "For there she was."
In the pages between, and throughout all the networks of imagery,
Clarissa Dalloway— Flora in her dress of green— bears her gift of
flowers, her gift of beauty, her gift of communication.

It is enough.

Just as the repetition of motifs forms linkages within a novel,
so they can form linkages among an author’s various works.

Indeed,

the reappearance of a previously encountered motif in a subsequent
work often helps in the interpretation of the author’s meaning, should
it have first proved obscure.

After Mrs. Dalloway, Virginia Woolf’s

studied, methodical use of flower imagery never returns with the same
degree of intensity, although she continued to employ flower images.
/

However, in the later novels, meanings of flowers still relate directly
to characterizations, aid in transitions, link past and present, and
reflect attitudes.

In To the Lighthouse, ^ for example, the Ramsays’

differing attitude tox^ard their greenhouse parallels their differing
attitude toward, not only flowers, but life.

As it did in Mrs. Dalloway,

the garden as a center of activity has an important function in To the
Lighthouse where it again serves as an imaginative setting for remem
brances.
But, despite the many similarities and shared motifs, the emphasis
shifts onto a different plane in To the Lighthouse.

Virginia Woolf’s

attitude tox^ard the relationship between man and Nature, implicit in
Mrs. Dalloway, becomes a more overt celebration of the benign and
benevolent natural world in To the Lighthouse.

Mrs. Ramsay, more symbol

herself than individual, and her garden are at the center of the novel,
and the majority of the natural metaphors are associated with her and
her garden.

Almost all the other characters perceive Mrs. Ramsay in
N

terms of flower imagery— flowers which mean beauty, death, or both.
In Maria DiBattista's opinion: "Mrs. Ramsay inspires the novel’s

pastoral imagery, an imagery emanating from a 1naive1 vision of a
beneficient, prolific, and artful N a t u r e . Y o u n g

James Ramsay sees

his mother "rise in a rosy-flowered fruit tree laid with leaves and
dancing boughs," and after exhausting herself mediating between her
husband and son, Mrs. Ramsay "seemed to fold herself together, one
petal closed in another . . .

in exquisite abandonment"(TL,p p .60-1).

Once again the tree is personified, and the all-embracing, maternal
tree image, encountered previously in Mrs. Dalloway, returns.
To the Lighthouse contains many instances of flower symbolism
of the type seen in Mrs. Dalloway enhancing characters: the urns of
red geraniums that Mr. Ramsay ignores, the sentinel red-hot pokers that
guard the sanctity of the garden for Lily and are a recurring image in
her memory, the China roses, the Passion flowers, the Evening primroses
are some examples.

But in this novel, in addition to enriching indi

vidual characterizations, natural imagery also epitomizes the passage
of time in the lyrical central section, "Time Passes" in which Nature
continues— in fact, takes over— despite years of neglect by humans.
Jane Novak considers that this passage juxtaposes the "inexorable decay
and destruction of nature" with the "resilience and stubborness of life,
and she sums up the entire section thus:

The fundamental relationship between the individual
life, the individual death, and the processes of
the universe is compressed symbolically into a
few pages.

Parenthetically the death of Mrs.

Ramsay, and the deaths of Andrew, in the war, and
Prue, in a disease of pregnancy, are recorded.

The family

summer home mildews and crumbles. But

a gallant,

witless, and incorrigibly cheerful

old

charwoman, Mrs. McNab, readies it for the return of
Mr. Ramsay, James, Cam, and Lily Briscoe, all
changed by the sorrows of ten years.
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At first, Nature seems merely to "supplement what man advanced"
(TL,p.201), for "in the spring the garden urns, casually filled with
wind-blown plants, were as gay as ever.

Violets came, and daffodils."

Mrs. McNab, who "was fond of flowers" picked a bunch— "it was a pity
to let them waste"(TL,p.203).

But later, the garden becomes a pitiful

sight, "all run to riot"(TL,p.204).

"What power could now prevent the

fertility, the insensibility of nature"(TL,p.207), as a thistle
["defiance"] "thrust
dahlias;

itself between the tiles in the larder." Poppies

carnations, cabbages; giant artichokes, roses; weeds, briars,

and hemlocks— all grow rampant and in tangled equanimity until "after
days of labour within, of cutting and digging without," peace, order,
and harmony return to the house and garden(TL,pp.212-3).
Returning to the garden after ten years, James remembers the
garden of his childhood: "Everything tended to set itself in a garden.
He remembers the trees that grew there, the flowers— "the tall
brandishing red and yellow flowers"-and his mother in the leaves and
flowers of that happy world.

For Avrom Fleishman there is no doubt

that so presented Mrs. Ramsay is a "Flora figure, carrying with it
the symbolic burden of the fruitfulness of the earth, the spring of
the year, the happiness of an earlier age (whether of childhood or
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before the Fall),i.e., the archtype of the mother.1

evidence within To the Lighthouse supports equating it with the
Demeter/Persephone myth,** not the least of which is the flower
symbolism.
tion.

The poppy of the neglected garden means sleep and consola

It is the flower traditionally associated with Demeter, having

been given to her to console her for the loss of Persephone.

Also,

just as Persephone dropped the flowers she had been gathering, so
Lily Briscoe refers to Prue’s untimely death twice as fallen flowers:
"She had let the flowers fall from her basket," and "She let her
flowers fall from her basket, scattered and tumbled them on to the
grass . • ."(TL,pp.298-9).
Nine years before she wrote M r s . Dalloway, Virginia Woolf had
written in a book review of the desirability of realizing in fiction"
a quickened perception of the relations existing between men and
plants".^

In her novels she sought to demonstrate this perception and

to convey her idea of man's connection with Nature.

Her means for

doing this were rhetorical devices such as symbolic commentary.

In

Mrs. Dalloway Nature is depicted, through the system of symbolism, as
a place of refuge for the individual from the everyday trials of life.
In To the Lighthouse, Nature is the disinterested bystander, continuing
even as human lives begin and end.

This perspective of Virginia Woolf’s,

which James Hafley finds she mastered in Mrs. Dalloway and which led to

** Joseph L. Blotner, "Mythic Patterns in To the Lighthouse," PMLA.
LXXI (1956):547-62.
Lillian Feder, Ancient Myth in Modern Poetry, (Princeton, 1971),
pp.l3ff.
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the "creative modulation"
of experience:
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of To the Lighthouse, represents her vision

Mrs. Dalloway defines a concept of reality; To the

Lighthouse illustrates it.

Years later, Between the Acts

49

would

reiterate and re-emphasize this same theory and show even further
development in method and concept.
Written against the background of the Second World War, Between
the Acts combines all of Virginia Woolf’s former themes, but the defi
nition of Nature has again been expanded.

From the day-to-day personal

relationships of Mrs. Dalloway, through the benign but disinterested
bystander of To the Lighthouse, Nature moves now into the role of active
participant.
The renewal of life theme, rebirth in nature-"Did Nature supplement
what man advanced?

Did she complete what he began?

With equal com

placence she saw his misery, his meaness, and his torture"(TL,pp.201-2)explored in To the Lighthouse, becomes in Between the Acts, through the
omnipresent trees and bushes, a means to express universal needs and
impulses, primeval and erotic yearnings, the mingling of art and nature.
Nature’s effect on the dramatic action becomes aesthetic in its own
right, culminating with the tree as the symbol of Life providing the
further stimulus for art and creation.
In Between the Acts, the trees frame the scenes of the pageant—
literally in the action of the novel and structurally as a base for
the narrative— and they participate in it.

Just as "Nature had pro

vided a site for the house"(BA,p.10), so "the terrace, rising made
a natural stage.

The trees barred the stage like pillars"(BA,p.76).

The author is always "hidden behind a tree"; these instances are far

too numerous to cite here, as are the prepositional phrases which
refer to the actors and their various locations throughout the pageant:
"behind, among, through, by, in, under, from, across, between,
the trees, bushes, and grass."

into—

Suffice to say, simply, that Nature

takes part in the pageant even as Nature is a participant in life.
The forms of flower imagery already identified and discussed in
connection with Mrs. Dalloway and To the Lighthouse return in the same
fashion in this last of Virginia W o o l f ’s novels.

Lucinda Swithin, pure

time spirit and "unifier," is identified with the water-lilies— symbols
of purity and excellence.

Isa, with her motifs of entanglement and

deceitful love, has more floral associations:
"ferocity and deceit," and "secret love."

vines, "clinging love,"

The flowers associated with

Giles and Isa together, roses, yellow for infidelity, white for silence,
and red for love, are apt symbols for their love-hate relationship.
The old man, Bartholomew,

in a manner reminiscient of Mr. Ramsay,

destroys his grandson’s innocent world of grass, flowers, and trees
from behind his "terrible peaked eyeless mask."

There is also a

character, almost submerged, whose existence articulates Virginia W o o l f ’
theory of the necessity of m a n ’s kinship with nature— William Cobbet,
the gardener, who sees through the little games played by men and
women.The

final symbol of the permanent condition of Nature belongs

to Miss LaTrobe and the "bird— b u z zing, bird—v i b r a n t , bird—blackened tree
which rekindles her creative spirit.
Once again the personified tree image returns, an echo from M r s .
Dalloway and To the Lighthouse.

In Between the A c t s , two major

thematic concerns, time and history, come together in the images of

the trees that have survived them both.
of human time; nature is timeless.

The pageant shows the passage

Nature continues, and because

nature continues, and because men and women are a part of nature,
humanity continues.

Clarissa Dalloway felt herself "part of the trees"

Mrs. Ramsay also identified with nature:

"It was odd, she thought, how

if one was alone, one leant to inanimate things;

trees, streams,

flower

felt they expressed one; felt they became one; felt they knew one, in a
sense were one"(TL,p.97).

This "odd affinity," as Peter Walsh recalls

it in Clarissa, which echoes throughout Mrs. Dalloway and To the Light
house, foreshadows the intense personification of Nature in Between the
A c t s , and forms the basis for the symbolic presentation of the a u t h o r ’s
theory of the relationship of man to nature: of birth, life, death, and
rebirth in a return to nature:

It ended in a transcendental theory which, with
her horror of death, allowed her to believe, or
say that she believed

(for all her scepticism),

that since our apparitions,

the part of us which

appears, are so momentary compared with the
other, the unseen part of us, which spread

wide,

the unseen might survive, be recovered somehow
attached to this person or that, or even haunting
certain places after death . . .

perhaps— perhaps.

(MD,pp.231-2)
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